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Blueprint Houston Leaders’ Conference 11/20/04
Transcript* of Remarks by Mayor White

Opening Remarks

MAYOR WHITE:  A great attendance on this wet morning.  And I'm sorry missed that first presentation by Dick Murray.  I was going through it.  I like -- gosh, what a strong mayor form of government.  I liked everything up until that part about the impeachment.     I better do a little history and find out what he did, and that sent chills through my spine.  But it's good to be with you and as I've said, just a couple of notes from the outset of the organizational meeting of this group when there were some people who may be wanted to keep power and information in a narrower group of hands.  You saw some of it in the Houston Chronicle.  I've always said as recently as a speech yesterday when asked the question, what is better than to have a large number of citizens to get together to think bout the long-term future of our community?  I mean, I think it's wonderful that Blueprint Houston has done this and I am particularly impressed by how substantive the presentations have been so far.  

Setting Priorities 

I have just been about some generalities but looking at the best practices. I want to take a little time just to cover three different types of projects, and not make this a matter of platitudes, but real work, and each of them had a little different focus. The first on behalf of myself and the city council of Houston, the city controller who work well together as a team, highlight for you how some of these planning initiatives fit within our priorities.     You'll hear more on later, but good organizations just like effective people focus on handful of things.  I don't know why that is, but human beings aren't capable of doing ten things well individually at the same time.  I know we do better with three New Year's resolutions than 20, so it is with cities.  
Economic Development 

And we want to create an environment in this city here we have people moving into the city and we have the vitality that is the very definition of Houston.  We want to be a city of opportunity where we have jobs with a future moving in and so far I want to tell you this year has been gangbusters since February.  We've had tremendous amount of great jobs and economic development within our community.  That fits in to everything that we're doing because I want to tell you this:  You take some communities that don't have 
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an economic base and don't have the vitality of new people moving in, and in those cases, almost everybody does some planning. 
The difference between the ones that do planning effectively are whether or not the plans are implemented.  That's it.  That's it.  And one of the principal reasons why plans are not implemented is because there is no money and there is no energy and I want to say that our economic health is good. 
Mobility

Then mobility is something that we focus on every day, and this is where probably we have fallen short as you all know in planning for our growth.  We constantly tend to be amazed that as we have this great opportunity, you know, society here in Houston, that we grow faster than we expected and then we out grow the infrastructure and certainly that happened to create problems.  
Metro

We're committed to mass transit.  I want to ask this group -- I remember our initial agenda from that conference and the emphasis we put on keeping open transit options to give support to the metropolitan -- to METRO.  METRO is important.  Yes, METRO like all organizations is not perfect.  Yes, METRO like any individual can stumble at times, but I’ll tell you what, it's the only transit organization that we have of any scale in the region and it deserves citizen support and citizen input.  And we support its initiatives and I've spent quite a bit of this last week working with METRO to figure out how we get the most use out of the dollars that we will have to provide mass transit for our citizens.  No easy answers on that if you have a certain amount of money.  
Transparency/Efficiency/Quality of Life Initiatives/Flooding
And then -- and I'll mention these are not in order -- we want to make the city government more responsive to the public and transparent and open and efficient so we get the most infrastructure out of our taxpayers' dollars, eliminate what I consider to be some of the waste of basically a patronage type system that most cities use in the procurement in the United States, if not all cities, but we're getting away from that because our patrons are you.  Are the citizens, and then finally, and this is what I am thrilled about is quality of life initiatives have been coming fast and furious.  
I  remember that packed assembly there at Ensemble Theatre where I was looking around the room wondering -- I was newly elected and I didn't know anything about the fire code, thank God, but attendance was good and at that time I was able to announce for the first time that we had created a flooding and drainage committee of city council under the able leadership of Council Member Edwards who is an incredible public servant and Council Member Lawrence who I see here today and they -- those and packed with city council people who are known to be good at listening to the grassroots and have that independent judgment like those Council Members are to involve stakeholders in the process and I've asked that group as I will ask some others that I will mention in the near future to help us chart out what we do to make sure that we look at the effect of new development on flooding, just as we should on transportation.  And we didn't wait on that, by the way.  Both the requirements on the -- the runoff requirements and the implementation of the new flood maps before their final approval for the purpose of our plat development. 
“Rules Will Have to Change”

We went ahead and implemented -- people had told me, well, you can't do that because there is going to be so much resistance from the developer community, and yes, there was a little bit of grumbling, but I'll tell you what, most of the feedback I got, most thinking people, which people if they stay in business in the real estate business, they have brains, know that you have to have a different set of rules for a community that's going from -- well, within a metropolitan area, will grow from 4.5 million to probably 9 million if history is any judge, even at a slower rate of growth and if you get people in a denser area, then the rules will have to change in order to preserve the quality of life.  That's just a matter of engineering, not a matter of theory or political science or anything else.  So we have moved ahead on that.  Here if you leave this meeting at any break and walk to those big glass windows so that you're looking west outside the city, you will be looking over what we hope with action by council to be a new 13 plus acre Central Park within the city.  Isn't that great?

(Applause)

Park Board

And with a record amount of private funding, because we can't do everything within the public resources and within this community, and but that's just part of it.  As we're moving out and reconstituting the park board, have strong   professional leadership as well as strong leadership from the civic community on that parks board with ambitious plans.  
That's a good example of where we've had -- with due respect to planners -- we've had -- we have more plans than we need.  Okay?  We have more plans -- no, we need more money.  I mean, as a practical matter, you can't say 20 years ago we're going to buy this piece of property for a park.  You cannot do that.  If you do, you'll of to eminent domain and you'll pay three times as much and what you have to do is say what the needs are and the type have mix that you need to have and what we're going to do.  That is a classic case of where the key is going to be implementation of a lot of work that has been done by many citizens for many decades before I assumed this position.  And I could go on about that.  The flooding and drainage is a classic case.  
Blueprint Houston & Political Will
I want to thank Blueprint Houston for being part of sort of the sea change in civic leadership.  I mean grassroots civic leadership in this community that let us recognize that we couldn't just keep on talking about things, and we had to overcome some inertia of political leadership.  
We had this situation where the Harris County Flood Control District that generally does a good job and what its mandate is using principally Corps of Engineering funding to the extent that's available in order to make sure that we have plans for the major bayou water sheds.  What about trying to get the water out of the neighborhoods and into the bayous?  There wasn't a dedicated fund for that or a clear local government entity who had accepted the responsibility, which is to say the same thing.  
And the council took action in April to create a dedicated fund for drainage improvements for the first time, the first major project with a direct impact which will reduce flooding in the med center complex by 20 percent is underway as we speak.  And we're moving out on that.  And a lot of that will be moving water out of the neighborhoods into those bayou water sheds that are capable of receiving the flow. And again, this is something we're planning and has been done.  
We have spent millions on plans on this.  It was not through lack of plans on some of the drainage projects that needed to be done.  It was the civic will to ascertain and find the funding of it and organizations such as Blueprint Houston which emphasized that our community was willing to move ahead and address the obvious concerns and the infrastructure doesn't come free helped us to create that. 
Planning Commission & Planning Department

Now, I'd like to talk just a moment about some of the work that Bob Litke and Marvin Katz and others here in this room who have been involved for a long time with the Planning Commission where our Planning and Development Department is very focused with the skills of its able staff on these issues of planning.  A lot was put on the back of the planning department, that is no longer there.  So this is a focus just as it is your focus because it's important to the community. 
Direction for Planning Commission

First, I've taken seriously the obligation that I have and have exercised in my job trying to get good stakeholder input concerning where we should go with the Planning Commission.  If you see any member of the Planning Commission here, the first time you see them -- the first words out of your mouth should be thank you  because I want to tell you what, if you think that it is -- how do I put this -- sitting every two weeks at meetings that could last from 30 minutes to four hours, doing the detailed work of implementing the laws and ordinances which exist with no compensation, it may be easy to growl about people in those positions, but I tell you what, a lot of people who are people of stature when I've asked them to be considered, and you have to prepare before -- my gosh, I have a day job.  How can I do that?  I want to say first thing when you meet a member of the Planning Commission, the first thing you say is thank you.  I certainly do.  
New Membership of Planning Commission

Second, I'll tell you that, you know, we will within one week make an announcement concerning the Planning Commission, both the terms that are expired and most of the ones that will expire next year so that we'll have an able team with a mix of newcomers and people who have been serving for awhile so we get the benefit as we have -- I've sought in almost all boards and commissions to balance institutional knowledge with new blood from the community and new energy.  
I think it would be one of great stature that will have a balance of expertises.  You'll find something else in government, the difference between government and conferences sometimes is that you have to have people -- be it law, engineering, planning, which is a respected expertise in an of itself, development, civic leadership, at the grassroots level, those are all long time experience in leadership with getting things done.  Those are all city.  Thank the Council Members for making suggestions and some of them were excellent and they spent a lot of time on this, in particular I know Council Member Lawrence -- well, there somebody Council Member Khan recommended that is superb and other Council  Members.  
Selection Process

So we've been going through this type of process.  We generally don't -- so you get an idea, a lot of times what I'll do in taking care -- and I'll do it personally.  I mean, I don't delegate this because you're dealing with the lives of people of real stature in our community, is ask some citizens, you know, who the top five people who have certain particular characteristics on the community are as opposed to just a self-nomination type process. And I think you'll be proud of what you see.  
Planning Commission Mandate

Part of the mandate will be that I'd given in general terms to the Planning Commission and the planning department would be to make recommendations how we could better utilize the Planning Commission based upon their experience and the observation within these other jurisdictions and they and others in this community have come up with some exceptional suggestions. We need to better integrate the transportation planning and the region functions and the activities of the Planning Commission. 
Yes, we do have the major thoroughfare plan there.  Yes, there are more people that think about these things in the long run.  It's not that nobody is thinking about them.  I want to assure you, but you'll see both the finest public servants that I've ever encountered in this region, Dr. Carol Lewis, whose judgment has been impeccable over a period of years, has been my executive assistant for long term planning and I think you will see Dr. Lewis assume more and more responsibility as time goes on; but that's for future announcements.  
The development -- we need to understand better and quantify and try to make sure there is a fair economic burden, fair economic -- that the economic burden of new development is properly assessed. We need to make sure that flood impact rules need an expert group and the Planning Commission has a good sense because of the plat approval process of where things are going in Houston, the direction, where the consumers want to live on impact rules. Something is wrong with the system.  
We get something at city council where if somebody fills in a development, this especially occurs in the lower income areas of the city, where somebody will build up a development with two or three feet of fill in order to take it out of the flood zone and the flood impact requirements, and what is the remedy for that?  A nuisance lawsuit?  Give me a -- you see what I'm saying?  We have to be able to address that.  I know that the committee on flooding and drainage, for example, recommended that we have full time help of a hydrologist which I understand -- I don't know whether it's filled yet but I know we're advertising.  We have that out there.  So that we have that kind of -- when we look at that and then we've got to figure out how to deal with that situation.  You can't just say sue the developer to the adjacent citizens, many of which a lawsuit like that takes a lot of money and they don't have necessarily the expertise and help. 
Communication with Neighborhoods

Finally, we want to make sure that we listen to the neighborhoods.    I'm tired of hearing as people know about things where maybe it's never happened and maybe it's a hallucination, but there are a lot of citizens who believe that they found out about things occurring in the neighborhoods just a few days before a meeting of the Planning Commission.  And with web enabled technology, I think we ought to be able to do better than that. If we want the benefit of citizen input -- and there has got to be a better way for people taking off work in the middle of the day and waiting is not the most effective way to get information.  
We have webs and E-mail and we've got to be customer focused, not focus on the institutional needs of the so-called government.  All government is a servant.  We don't have any needs in government that is different than the needs of the citizen unless we get lazy.  

The Planning Commission & a Role for Blueprint Houston 

Then finally, the final topic, and I'm sorry to take -- I told you it would be a working session -- anyway, what I've just said about the Planning Commission which incorporates some ideas that several of us have been talking about in the sense just as -- but you're the first group I've told of what I'm going to do in terms of the roll out of the new announcement and some of the things that is mandated in the charter.  One very wise member of the Planning Commission made a suggestion to me that will be implemented, which is that the Planning Commission have some formal way to interface with groups such as Blueprint Houston, Center for Houston's Future, and other nonprofit groups which provide some planning support.  
A great suggestion, and the reason is that we can't do it all.  So that will be something that will be within the charter of the mandate, the direction and the endorsement that I made as a suggestion from a very distinguished member of the Planning Commission who I asked about his guidance and help. 
Future of Blueprint Houston 

Now, finally, I'll mention something about Blueprint Houston.  I like this organization.  And if you -- as there were several of us in the room, and I remember we were discussing the Blueprint -- important Blueprint Houston, long before I ever thought that I would run for mayor of this great city.  And here is what -- to see this group, almost everybody here I know or have had some dealings with.  This is an incredible group of citizens and brain power that can be brought to bear on how we do things right in our city.  
So I'm going to speak as a friend about a question that I'm asked a lot, which is -- and it's not that I'm the expert and it's not that I have any charter power, but it's just as somebody who spends about 14 or 15 hour days thinking about how -- where we're going in Houston.  And that is about the future of Blueprint Houston. 
Blueprint Houston overcame the incredible initial hurdle to its credit of getting going.  Anybody who has tried to organize a major effort of this scale knows that if no one shows up for the first meeting or no one wants to come back by the third, you have a     problem and that is the typical course of start up nonprofit organizations.  

So already there is an achievement, and the organization did this through stakeholder engagement in a way as you recall -- I don't know when it was -- a year ago when we had the big meeting down at the convention center where some priorities were set by citizens. And those priorities showed a pattern, this concern about the quality of life and a sense that when it came to air quality and transportation alternatives, we had not done as good a job as we could for a city of our size.   So it wasn't just platitudes mundane, but it represented a sense of direction. 
Challenge is Focus

In the next stage of an organization, there is a challenge as great as overcoming the inertia of getting going and that challenge for effective organizations is focus. If you have a list of ten things which encompass practically, you know, 80 percent of the quality of life stuff in the City of Houston, and which are framed by the consensus in terms of generality, then okay, you've done it.  What next?  
But to read between an idea and getting results, then most organizations I know -- another one of the very first meetings we had over on the east side, some people who had been involved in the Phoenix planning process had shared with us how their planning process, which is rented as one of the best in the nation, began with some – trying to find some early deliverables.  And the enemy was the lack of focus.  So this is going to be a challenge for us because if you focus on an issue which seems more important to 40 percent of the group or half of the group and this 20 percent has this issue as their number one issue, then you've got to keep together.  
Money Expertise or Political Organization 

Second, part of the focus then will be a determination of the value added that is brought to those more limited number of issues. And value added can either be money, or expertise, or basically -- I could say more platitudes, but political organizations.  And if it isn't one of those three things, it isn't anything.  It's talk.  And we have the power within this -- I'm not saying which way you ought to go, I'm just saying that's the menu.  
And y'all will be deciding which of those areas that you want to go in or what mix of those areas.  And there has to be some involved because the more and more specific you get concerning what the next step is, the more and more detailed it gets where it requires age of law or engineering or what already has been done and that requires some expertise.  
Coordination with Others

Third, a challenge will be how to best coordinate with others.  I know none of the people have ever seen here any situation where nonprofit groups with a similar mission saw themselves as competitors.  That has never happened -- no, I mean, but collaboration has to be real collaboration and I think so far there is very high marks for Blueprint Houston, but it will be a constant challenge to make sure that there is not rivalry between nonprofits who are trying to aim toward the same goal.  And it is ultimately the stakeholders who will have to enforce and the people in this room and the citizens who will have to say, well, wait a minute.  Is somebody else doing this already?  Or should it be a joint project with so and so, and to deal with the members of the board?     
Expense 

Fourth, challenge will be to set the level of expense.  I'll say this:  With about, let's say, 80 or $90,000 and the legal mechanisms that we've already established somebody could acquire the land adjacent for 20 affordable houses and get that development underway.  So 80,000 bucks is a lot of money when it comes to what you want to do to improve the quality of life in a neighborhood.  There is one TIRZ that I reviewed over the weekend that's been in existence for years.  It has gotten substantial amounts of money, seven figures, all of it is gone to planning, professional fees, legal fees and not a one thing has been done on investment on the ground.  So expense is our enemy and it's ultimately the stakeholders who are going to have to enforce that with the organization to keep the vitality of basically a stakeholder run organization, which requires a lot of stakeholder involvement, okay?  If there is not stakeholder involvement, it doesn't work.  

And finally, a constant focus on implementation, and I'll leave that -- with just sharing with you now this personal goal.  There is many important city functions, some I haven't talked about, our neighborhoods.  If we're not safe when we walk out of here today, I tell you what, anything we think about as a plan is all moot.  Economic development, quality of life, that's a very huge function of city government.  My job is to find people of caliber to help and to take some of this authority which Dr. Murray that is in the mayor's office and to distribute it, to distribute it to people who have clearly defined roles and responsibilities so that we can work best as a team to get the most done.  
And in those things that I distribute, you know, there is going to be more distributed to the chair of the Planning Commission and Planning Commission members and more tasks that are asked of them,  including supervision with the professional staff, but I'll tell you what -- you know, what I'm going to spend some time doing every day in 2005, and if anybody here wants to join me in anyway, we have neighborhoods that have been neglected too long in this city where we could put up affordable housing close to the employment centers.  The cheapest and most effective way of addressing congestion, making people have the ability to live closer to where they work.
(Applause)

Neighborhoods
And that means both affordable housing there and also making it compatible for workplace and jobs that are near these neighborhoods.  It's a long legacy that we don't need to be reminded of why some of these neighborhoods have been neglected, a shameful legacy that we closed the door on legally and officially sometime ago in this city, but the remnants of which are with us to this day.  There are neighborhoods where houses are falling down, people are living in these houses where the lots are -- we have weeded lots.  We've torn down a record number of abandoned houses this year.  We're going to do better next year.  
We've located and identified six of the areas that just based on the facts of where half or more of the properties are 19 years on average tax delinquent.  Where the houses have been abandoned, where there is great people been living in these neighborhoods, but the young families are not moving in.  And that requires infrastructure development.  It requires the land assemblage, it requires making sure we work with HISD to make sure there is the schools there that can invite the young families in.  In a sense, all of what I've done this last year in trying to put our fiscal house in order, trying to provide leadership for various departments and functions within government, get citizens involved, has been to create a culture where we get the most out of the tax player dollar.  It's all been to create a foundation on which we can     move out and do some concrete things that will turn people's heads and improve our neighborhoods.  
My goal -- my goal is to make sure and improving the neighborhoods with input from the neighbors, not nobody who says they are the neighbor, by the way, but somebody who has lived there, lived in that neighborhood for a long time.  Taking care of that neighborhood where others fled.  But this is going to be our great goal and great challenge.  
Thank You & “I will be your partner”
Thank you for -- I've spent more time than allocated on your program.  I                                                                apologize for setting it back; but I need your help in accomplishing all the things I've set forth.  Your agenda, your road map that you created has been in large part a road map for what we've done.  I could spend another minutes about what we've done on air quality for     example and on mass transit.  Your work will be valuable.  The challenges that I identified for the next step of the organization, focus, a choice on where you go on the mix of expertise, not generalities, funding, or political mobilization, what tools you want to use to accomplish a goal is important.  Probably -- let me just say, probably a report will be nice, but it will be -- whether it's five pages or 50 probably doesn't make any difference.  So a report is nice, but it's not -- after awhile, it's not going to be an outcome of an organization.  An outcome of an organization will have to be measured by support in one of three areas, and these are wonderful challenges for a great community.  I will be your partner in lifting Blueprint Houston up so that it's up for that challenge and if each of us do our jobs right, then this community is going to see an incredible future before it.  Thank you very much. 
